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Abstract

Little is known about what kind of salesperson-consumer interaction is valued in different cultures. We
explore the influence of national speech culture in sales-related communication in business-to-consumer
(B2C) environments. We apply speech codes theory to identify the B2C context-specific speech codes
attached to the sales-related communication described in consumers’ narratives. The results inform three
discourses among sales-related communication: consumer orientation, professionalism and independency.
The results suggest that independency, fact-oriented talk, and consumer-oriented communication are cen-
tral speech codes related to the B2C sales context in Finland. Furthermore, the results describe a cultural

norm for appropriate sales-related communication.
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1 Introduction

Salesperson-consumer interaction lies
at the heart of the sales process. The lit-
erature on sales gives general guidelines
for good communication within the sales
process (Moncrief & Marchall, 2005; Weitz,
Barton, Haris, & Sujan, 1986) that are of-
ten related to a business to business (B2B)
sales context. Focusing on consumers,
there is a huge number of studies on con-
sumption (e.g., Warde, 2005, p. 131; Mill-
er, 1995) alongside studies of consumers’
decision-making (e.g., Blackwell, Miniard,
& Engel, 2003) and consumers’ behavior
(Calder & Tybout, 1987). The consumer
research proposes that consumers have
“persuasion knowledge” (e.g., beliefs
related to salespersons’ strategies and
aims) that they may use as part of their
decision-making in purchasing situations
(Friestad & Wright, 1994). The knowledge
involves how consumers negotiate with
marketing professionals and how their
cognitive and physical actions before,
during, and after purchasing influence

ooce

these situations (Kirmani & Campbell,
2004).

Although interpersonal communica-
tion between salespersons and consumers
has been recognized as an important ele-
ment of the sales process in the sales liter-
ature (Moncrief & Marchall, 2005; Mason &
Leek, 2012), salesperson-consumer inter-
action within the personal selling process
has remained rather unexplored from the
consumer’s perspective (Blackwell et al.,
2003; Evans, McFarland, Dietz, & Jaramil-
lo, 2012). The current sales research lacks
understanding of consumers’ experiences
of salesperson-consumer interaction. Fur-
thermore, more understanding is needed
about how these experiences are produced
for consumers with sellers in different cul-
tural environments. We extend the extant
sales research, suggesting that appropriate
or inappropriate salesperson-consumer
interaction can be understood through the
speech culture in which it is embedded. We
also claim that the cultural environment
has an impact on consumers’ perceptions
of effective or ineffective salesperson-con-
sumer interaction and thereby it has an
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impact on consumers’ decision-making.
To achieve a competitive advantage, man-
agers are therefore required to guide their
sellers to build sales interactions that in-
volve a profound understanding of speech
culture and the speech codes embedded
in the salesperson-consumer communi-
cation context.

In this study, we explore the speech
codes embedded in salesperson-consum-
er interaction in Finnish speech culture.
We approach culture as a code of values,
meanings, and behavioral norms that
constrain but do not dictate the com-
munication of the members of a culture
(Philipsen, 1997). Speech codes are “his-
torically situated and socially constructed
systems of words, meanings, premises,
and rules that people use to talk about
their own and others’ communicative
conduct” (Philipsen, 2008, p. 273). We ap-
ply speech codes theory (Philipsen, 1992,
1997, 2008) — using it as a theoretical lens
through which to analyze the meanings,
values, and norms attached to the sales-
person-consumer interaction described in
the narratives of Finnish consumers — and
we analyze the discourses embedded in
these narratives. Through the analysis of
discourse, we target three research ques-
tions:

1) Which discourses are embedded in the
narratives of salesperson-consumer in-
teraction?

2) What kind of speech codes build dis-
courses in the narratives of salesper-
son-consumer interaction?

3) How are appropriate and inappropri-
ate salesperson-consumer interaction
defined through speech codes in the
discourses?

2 Research into salesperson-
consumer interaction

The business literature focuses on market-
ing interactions through communication,
psychology, management, and marketing
studies that are often based on strategies
used by persuasion agents (e.g., sales pro-
fessionals) to influence targets (Kirmani &

Campbell, 2004). Lots of attention is also
paid to “viewing the influence process
from the perspective of the target” as Kir-
mani and Campbell (2004, p. 673) state in
their study.

Studies of salesperson-consumer in-
teraction have investigated the salesper-
son’s communication skills — for exam-
ple, their listening skills and impression
management skills (Malshe, 2004) - the
salesperson’s use of influencing tactics
(Evans et al., 2012), and the consumer’s
expectations of the salesperson (Williams
& Semineiro, 1985; Blackwell et al., 2003).
The sales literature even shows them as
key elements of successful sales (Abratt
& Kelly, 2002; Hung & Lin, 2013), and they
may create new value (Guenzi & Storbac-
ka, 2015) in buyer-seller relationships in
B2B contexts. Some specific theoretical
approaches have been used to explore
salesperson-consumer (B2C) interaction,
for example, by proposing a contingency
framework (Weitz, 1981) or facework theo-
ry (Planken, 2005); however, speech codes
theory has not been applied to the study of
salesperson-consumer interaction. That is
why we lack understanding of how sales-
person-consumer interaction is linked
to the cultural environments in which it
occurs. It is important to investigate B2C
communication in order to understand
what kind of salesperson-consumer inter-
action is valued in different cultures and
especially in the B2C sales context, since it
gives managers new knowledge on how to
guide their sellers to successfully commu-
nicate with their consumers.

3 Speech codes theory and Finnish
speech culture

Speech codes theory aims to identify, de-
scribe, interpret, and explain observed
communicative conduct in particular
places and times (Philipsen, Coutu, & Co-
varrubias, 2005). Speech codes are con-
structs that observer-analysts formulate
explicitly in order to interpret and explain
communicative conduct within a partic-
ular speech community (Philipsen et al.,
2005). The theory posits a way to discover
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and describe traces of culture in commu-
nicative conduct, and it has its roots in a
large body of fieldwork about cultural ways
of speaking (Philipsen & Carbaugh, 1986).
The speech codes framework conceptual-
izes culture as a code system that lays out
meanings and ideals (Miller, 2002). Culture
is seen as a socially constructed and his-
torically transmitted pattern of symbols,
meanings, premises, and rules (Philipsen,
1992). Thereby, culture functions to guide
and constrain behavior, to coordinate be-
havior in a recognizable way, and to inte-
grate and bind cultural members (Miller,
2002).

Philipsen and his colleagues formu-
lated six theoretical statements that form
the core of speech codes theory (Philipsen,
1992, 1995, 2008; Philipsen et al., 2005).
They firstly state that wherever there is a
distinctive culture, there is a distinctive
speech code to be found. Secondly, they
state that every individual will encoun-
ter multiple speech codes during a life-
time and that more than one speech code
is used in one society. Thirdly, in every
speech code, the words, meanings, prem-
ises, and rules pertaining to communica-
tive conduct are systematically linked with
the nature of people and of social relation-
ships. Fourthly, they state that the signif-
icance of a particular communicative act
is contingent upon the speech codes used
to constitute the meanings of communi-
cative acts. Fifthly, their proposition shows
that the words, rules, and premises of a
speech code are inextricably woven into
the communicative conduct. Thus, this
proposition causes us to look at and lis-
ten to communicative conduct and search
for the usage of a cultural code or codes.
Lastly, the theory states that people use
speech codes not only to interpret com-
municative conduct but also to evaluate
it as being good or bad, to explain it, and
thereby to justify it. Speech codes (such as
the code of honor) are constructs that are
formulated by observer-analysts who are
aiming to explain and interpret communi-
cative conduct in a given speech commu-
nity (Philipsen, 1992; Philipsen et al., 2005;
Poutiainen & Gerlander, 2009).

In this study, we investigate the speech
codes embedded in Finnish speech cul-
ture in salesperson-consumer interaction.
Pecoraro and Uusitalo (2014, p. 47) state
that Finland is a small country (5.8 mil-
lion inhabitants) located in the interface
between East and West. Even though Fin-
land closely belongs to the Scandinavian
area, it is often defined to be linguistically
unique (see Wilkins & Isotalus, 2009). We
have chosen Finland as an example coun-
try since it is a very homogenous country
in Europe (Wilkins & Isotalus, 2009), Finns
have unique genetic ancestry (Lek et al.,
2016), Finnish speech culture has iden-
tifiable characteristics (Virtanen, 2015;
Wilkins & Isotalus, 2009), and previous
research has suggested that there might
be speech codes embedded in Finnish
speech culture (Wilkins 2005, 2009; Pouti-
ainen & Gerlander, 2009).

At the national culture level, Virtanen
(2015) states that the Finnish culture has
not been extensively researched on Hof-
stede’s (1980) value dimensions or Hall’s
(1977) low-context dimensions versus
high-context dimensions, which are com-
monly used to explore cultural values in
cross-cultural communication studies.
However, Finnish speech culture is known
for valuing silence (Virtanen, 2015; Wilkins
& Isotalus, 2009). Finns have been shown
to have communication reticence in some
contexts (Sallinen-Kuparinen, 1986) and
Finns often feel themselves less talkative or
lacking small-talk skills compared to other
cultures (Virtanen, 2015; Wilkins & Isota-
lus, 2009). After all, Finns are also proud
of their speech culture (Wilkins & Isotalus,
2009), of how they put careful weight on
words, and of how they are very thoughtful
in interaction situations (Virtanen, 2015).
Moreover, Finnish speech culture has
been described to be listener-centered in
a sense that the role of the speaker is not
emphasized and participants of the inter-
action recognize the importance of the lis-
tener’s role (Virtanen, 2015).

Finnish speech culture has been ex-
plored in different contexts with the focus
on foreign language acquisition (Berry,
Carbaugh, & Nurmikari-Berry, 2004), po-
litical communication (Isotalus, 2009),
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communication in public and civic set-
tings (Wilkins, 2005), educational commu-
nication (Poutiainen & Gerlander, 2009;
Wilkins, 2009), courtroom communica-
tion (Vilikoski, 2009), supportive com-
munication (Virtanen, 2015), and busi-
ness communication (Vaahterikko-Mejia,
2009). Carbaugh (1995, 2009) explored cul-
tural terms for talk, and especially silence
and quietude, as a Finnish natural way of
being. However, salesperson-consumer
interaction as a particular communication
context within Finnish speech culture has
not been explored. In this study, our aim
is not to generalize our results to a larger
Finnish public and the varied contexts for
speaking within this speech culture but to
pay closer attention to the Finnish con-
sumers’ language and their experiences of
salesperson-consumer interaction.

Few studies have suggested that there
might be speech codes in Finnish speech
culture. Wilkins (2009) explored a speech
event identified as asiasta puhuminen
(hereafter matter-of-fact) in scenes of
adult education in Finland. His conclu-
sions show that the matter-of-fact event
evokes an impersonal and infocentric
structure for public participation in adult
education settings in Finland when com-
pared with more egocentric and sociocen-
tric motivations for speaking in other com-
munities. Matter-of-fact talk highlights
the underlying beliefs and values of being,
relating, and communicating in Finnish
educational settings (Wilkins, 2009; Pouti-
ainen & Gerlander, 2009). Furthermore, a
study concerning Finnish advisor-advisee
relationships found four relational dialec-
tics, one of them being fact-orientation in
personal relating (Poutiainen & Gerlander,
2009). When Poutiainen and Gerlander ap-
proached dialectics as cultural phenome-
na, they found that in the talk about ad-
vising, the values related to independency
and fact-orientation were most strongly
expressed. Independency was particularly
found to be a demand for advisees: they
were valued for being self-directive and
getting along by themselves (Poutiain-
en & Gerlander, 2009, p. 109). Therefore,
they state that independency and mat-
ter-of-fact events could be approached

as cultural codes, particularly in Finnish
educational settings. Previous studies
have not, however, concentrated on sales-
person-consumer interaction in the B2C
selling context. In this study, we therefore
explore the speech codes in discourses
embedded in salesperson-consumer in-
teraction in the B2C selling context, and
we argue that sales managers and sellers
need more understanding of the influence
of speech codes on sales communication
between consumers and sellers.

4 Method

4.1 Study design and data gathering

The study combines participant observa-
tion research with narrative data collection
and discursive methods of analysis (Mak-
konen, Aarikka-Stenroos, & Olkkonen,
2012;Van Laer et al., 2014). The data for the
study consists of 50 narratives (600 pages /
252 000 words) reported by 50 Finnish uni-
versity students (their age ranging from 21
to 59) who worked as research assistants.
Data were collected during four years
(2011-2014). The students studied differ-
ent majors in the University of Eastern Fin-
land (business, pharmacy, environmental
sciences, nursing and social sciences) and
their nationality was Finnish. They all par-
ticipated in a Sales Work course, which was
part of their minor studies. Due to their dif-
ferent ages, genders, study backgrounds,
and work experience, the students were
accepted as representing different types of
consumers. We advised them to behave in
a way that was typical for them as a con-
sumer. They were asked to focus on their
personal experiences. They were in partic-
ular expected to observe salesperson-con-
sumer interaction from the consumers’
perspective in stores or hypermarkets sell-
ing typical consumer goods, such as do-
mestic appliances, sports accessories, and
clothing. They were also asked to focus on
the phases of a sales process (Moncrief &
Marshall, 2005) during the sales situations.
After observing sales situations, they were
advised to write down their real experi-
ences and the feelings they had during the
salesperson-consumer interaction.
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All the observed sellers were Finnish
who were working in the retail stores that
were members of different franchising
chains in Finland. The salesperson’s age
ranged from 20 to 55 years old (40% of the
sellers were male and 60% were female).
The sellers’ nationality, age, and gender
were estimated by the research assistants.
Since the salespeople were working at the
stores or hypermarkets belonging to dif-
ferent franchising chains, they all had at
least the basic sales training offered by the
franchising chain and guidelines provided
by alocal retailer.

In the narratives, the consumers de-
scribe the sales processes they had expe-
rienced and observed, focusing on sales-
person-consumer interaction during the
sales process. In addition, they describe
their purchasing decision and willingness
to continue interaction with the seller in
the future. They also describe their willing-
ness to return to the store their narratives
are set in. The data collection followed the
principles of speech codes theory because
we concentrated on observed participato-
ry communication (Philipsen et al., 2005).
The method is called “hunt-and-peck eth-
nography” (Whyte, 1984), which focuses
on understanding consumption phenom-
ena across a variety of sites.

In this study, the logic of producing
narratives based on participant observa-
tion of salesperson-consumer interaction
lies in several issues. First, narratives pro-
vide a meaning structure for organizing
and understanding human life (Polking-
horne, 1988). Second, narratives are based
on individual experiences and draw lin-
guistic resources from a shared cultural
knowledge base (Rappaport, 2000). Third,
narratives easily emerge from the interac-
tion between the storyteller and the en-
vironment (Bruner, 1986). In narratives,
people reflect their lives, experiences, and
concerns combined with real events in
their environment (Polkinghorne, 1995;
Gilliam & Flaherty, 2015). The method can
be regarded as being very useful in the in-
vestigation of speech codes and commu-
nication practices in sales.

4.2 Analysis

The importance of cultural discourse is
often used as a prime methodological ap-
proach to explore cultural models, includ-
ing environmental influences on individu-
als (Thompson & Haytko, 1997). Moreover,
it is often highlighted among consumer
behavior studies (e.g., Thompson, 2004;
Thompson & Haytko, 1997; Thompson &
Hirchman, 1995). In this study, our aim
is to identify B2C context-specific speech
codes that produce the discourses of the
different narratives (Makkonen et al.,
2012) when describing salesperson-con-
sumer interaction.

The research assistants gathered all
data and wrote the narratives based on
their experiences as consumers. The gath-
ered narratives were transcribed, encoded,
and structured by two researchers by us-
ing qualitative content analysis, which is
also referred to as discourse analysis (Fo-
cault, 1982). Multifaceted narratives are
connected to the earlier literature to offer
the discourses as constitutive construc-
tions of the social world — the world can-
not be known separately from discourses
(Phillips & Hardy, 2002). The discourses
can be therefore seen as meaning frames
(Edwards, 1997; Hall, 1997) that can de-
scribe a common perspective for a chosen
phenomenon. Specifically, discourses pro-
duce cultural meanings attached to sales.

We first analyzed the contents of the
narratives inductively (Eriksson & Kova-
lainen, 2008, p. 219) and identified the-
matic discursive elements of the narra-
tives. A theme was defined as a consistent
trend emerging from the data (Eriksson &
Kovalainen, 2008; Makkonen et al., 2012).
Thereafter, we compared the themes that
we identified from the narratives in order
to categorize them. Through the compar-
ison, we identified three types of narra-
tives that describe salesperson-consumer
interaction in distinctively different ways.
The first category of narratives (five out of
50) outlines a situation in which the sales-
person participates in interaction with
the consumer (hereafter “narratives of the
active seller”). The second category of nar-
ratives (13 out of 50) describes a situation
in which the salesperson cooperates with
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the consumer (hereafter “narratives of the
cooperative seller”). The narratives in the
third category (32 out of 50) describe a sit-
uation in which the salesperson withdraws
from the interaction with the consumer
(hereafter “narratives of the withdrawing
seller”).

The salespersons in the narratives of
the active seller actively made contact with
the consumer both verbally and nonver-
bally. They were interested in consumers’
needs and wanted to help the consum-
ers in the purchasing process. The sales-
persons used various types of questions,
appropriate sales techniques, and con-
vincing arguments. The salespersons of-
fered alternatives and guided consumers
through the sales process. The salesper-
sons gave friendly, professional, effective,
and pleasant impression of themselves.
Sometimes the salespersons were, how-
ever, overly active, too enthusiastic, or
even visibly nervous, and sometimes the
salespersons also put too much pressure
on the sales outcome. Jobber and Lancast-
er (2009, p. 17) state that this description
emphasizes the seller’s willingness to close
the sale and his or her emphasis on the
product, not necessarily paying so much
attention to the customer’s needs.

The salespersons in the narratives of
the cooperative seller collaborated with
consumers. In these narratives the sellers
were instantly ready to serve the consum-
er. The salespersons were flexible to alter
their sales strategy and they cared about
the consumers during the whole sales
process. They wanted to develop a better
understanding of the consumers’ needs
and work together with their consumers
to generate the best solution by solving
the consumers’ problems. The salesper-
sons gave both negative and positive argu-
ments regarding the products, compared
alternative products, gave advice, asked
questions, gave professional answers,
and provided more information about the
products. The consumers’ described the
sellers as friendly, smiling, open, relaxed,
calm, and positive. The purchasing deci-
sion was reached through cooperation.
This description refers to sellers who work
on the basis of their consumers’ needs.

They firstly aim at a customer-oriented
sales process and then aim to close the
sale (as defined by Jobber and Lancaster,
2009, p. 17).

The salespersons in the narratives
of the withdrawing seller did not actively
make any contact with consumers nor did
they make any other attempt to identify
their consumers’ problems or needs. In
this category of narratives, the salesper-
son was considered unprofessional in the
sense that no particular sales techniques
were used by the seller. They may have
used technical jargon or humor in a way
that was not considered appropriate by
the consumer. Overall, these salespersons
gave an unfriendly, rude, inexpressive,
and/or nervous impression of themselves.
Finally, the consumers were responsible
for selecting and comparing the products
by themselves, as well as purchasing the
products. Behaving in completely the op-
posite way to how sales research defines
skillful salespersons (Saxe & Weitz, 1982;
Sujan, Weitz, & Sujan, 1988), the “with-
drawing” sellers seemed to lack under-
standing of their customers’ needs; they
did not have professional knowledge of
their products or any motivation to inter-
act with their customers. The narrative
types of different sellers are described on a
data basis in the following Figure 1.

Figure 1: Three types of narrative

Active seller
10% (5)

Cooperative seller
26% (13)

Withdrawing seller
64% (32)

Based on the categorization of the narra-
tives above, we chose one type narrative
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from each category for a fine-grained dis-
cursive analysis in order to detect more
specifically how Finnish speech culture
informs salesperson-consumer interac-
tion based on consumers’ experiences.
The chosen quotations from the narratives
were translated from Finnish to English.
In the analysis, the discourses were con-
structed from the narratives and they were
drawn from the characteristics of Finn-
ish speech culture and the speech codes
(fact-oriented talk and independence)
that prior research suggests to be typical
in Finland (see Poutiainen & Gerlander,
2009; Wilkins, 2005, 2009). In addition,
we were searching for other speech codes
that could occur in the context of sales-
person-consumer interaction. Moreover,
the discourses were built by using prior
knowledge on appropriate and inappro-
priate salesperson-consumer interaction,
identified by the earlier sales literature
and customers’ experiences in the narra-
tives. Decormier and Jobber (1993) state
that appropriate sales interaction includes
salespersons’ ability to meet their con-
sumers on a personal level, modify their
behavior, and change their sales strategies
when needed. In appropriate sales inter-
action, salespersons probe consumers’

Table 1:
narrative types

purchasing motivation, understand their
needs and different sales situations, and
help their consumers’ in decision-making
processes. The opposite, inappropriate
salesperson-consumer interaction, lacks
some or many of the characteristics of ap-
propriate sales interaction (as described
above).

5 Results

In the type narratives, Finnish speech
culture informs the salesperson-consum-
er interaction through three discourses:
service-orientation, professionalism, and
independence. All narrative types draw
on these discourses, but in different ways.
Each discourse was produced through
a speech code that was typical for it: The
discourse of service-orientation was built
through the speech code of consumer-ori-
entation, the discourse of professionalism
was produced through the speech code of
fact-orientation, and the discourse of in-
dependence was built through the speech
code of independency. Both appropriate
(Decormier & Jobber, 1993) and inappro-
priate sales interaction were found in all
discourses and they were related to the

Results showing the discourses and speech codes emerging in three different

Discourses and

Narrative type

speech codes

Active seller

Cooperative seller

Withdrawing seller

— The discourse of ser-
vice-orientation

— The speech code consum-

in the discourse

er-orientation is embedded

— An appropriate, active
communication style

— Aninappropriate, too
active communication
style (pushing too hard to
close the sale)

— Appropriate sensitive
communication style and
attentive listening

— Inappropriate withdrawal
from consumer interaction
(not reacting at all, not
showing any interest in
the consumer)

— The discourse of profes-
sionalism

— The speech code fact-ori-
entation is embedded in
the discourse

— Appropriate profes-
sionalism (good sales
presentation focusing on
consumers’ needs, relaxed
and open interaction with
a consumer, focusing on
facts, giving professional
answers)

— Appropriate professional-
ism (good communication
skills such as asking
questions and listening,
knowing the product, using
sales techniques, solving
the consumer’s problems)

— Inappropriate professional-
ism (reluctance to provide
a service, not using any
sales techniques, not
trying to sell anything)

— The discourse of indepen-
dence

dency is embedded in the
discourse

— The speech code indepen-

— Appropriate independence
(positive freedom of choice
in the purchasing decision,
being available when
needed)

— Appropriate independence
(positive freedom of choice
in the purchasing decision)

— Inappropriate indepen-
dence (too much freedom
of choice in the purchasing
decision, not being
available when needed)
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types of the different narratives. In Table 1,
the results are presented, showing the
discourses and speech codes emerging in
the narratives of the three different seller

types.

5.1 The discourse of service-orientation
In the sales research, customer-orienta-
tion is mostly discussed instead of con-
sumer-orientation, referring to both B2B
and B2C sales. Customer orientation is
linked to skillful salespersons (Saxe &
Weitz, 1982) who have an understanding
of different sales situations and different
types of customers (Sujan et al., 1988).
Skillful salespersons have the capability
of perceiving that their long-term rewards
are positively combined with their under-
standing of their customers’ well-being.
The perspective is inseparably combined
with the firms’ strategic perspective that is
most often presented from the very initial
sales research (Saxe & Weitz, 1982; Sujan et
al., 1988) to the current sales research (Petti-
john, Pettijohn, & Taylor, 2007).

The discourse of service-orientation in
this study combines with the customer ori-
entation known in the sales research. It de-
scribes the consumer’s experiences of the
salesperson’s communication style towards
the consumer during the sales process. The
perspective is not combined with a strategy
of the seller’s firm. Instead, in the narratives
of this study, the consumer’s conclusions
concerning the salesperson’s communica-
tion style are often legitimized by specific ar-
guments, such as “an excessively aggressive
communication style would give a negative
first impression,” and “it is obvious that
a good, professional, and customer ser-
vice-oriented salesperson doesn’t commu-
nicate in the way these salespersons did.”
All definitions of the discourse underline
both verbal and nonverbal impressions,
and attitudes that came true in the seller’s
behavior that strengthen or weaken the
consumer’s willingness to interact with
the seller. Focusing on these characteris-
tics, we claim that consumer-orientation
as a speech code produces the discourse
of service-orientation.

In the narrative of the active seller, the
salesperson’s active communication style

is considered service-oriented and appro-
priate. The salesperson’s active commu-
nication style is described as being bold
and humorous. The narrative also shows
how the salesperson’s active communica-
tion style is legitimized by describing that
if the salesperson’s had a more aggressive
communication style, it would have been
inappropriate.

We entered the store and started to walk
around. The salesperson approached us
during the first 30 seconds after we arrived in
the store. She walked towards us and asked
in the typical casual Savo style: “Hello, may
I help you?” We gave the standard response
that we were just looking. The salesperson an-
swered: “No problem. What would you like to
look at?” Her answer was rather bolder than
we were used to, but it was very appropriate
to the situation and amused us appropriate-
ly. Our first impression of the salesperson was
that she was relaxed and pleasant. If she had
been more aggressive, it would have made the
first impression negative. However, the tone
of her communication was appropriate.

The narrative also indicates how the sales-
person’s imposing use of language is crit-
icized and described as an inappropriate
communication style thatlacks experience
of consumer orientation. In the narrative
below, such interaction by a salesperson
led to the consumer being unwilling to
make a purchase.

We have to admit that she pushed too hard to
close the sale. Maybe she wanted to go home,
or maybe she was tired since it was almost
closing time. However, this gave the impres-
sion that this was a hard sales situation. I don’t
like it when the salesperson tries to push a
sale through ... I therefore lost my willingness
to make a purchase.

In the narrative of the cooperative sell-
er, the discourse of service-orientation
includes a description of a salesperson’s
sensitive verbal and nonverbal commu-
nication style can increase a consumer’s
willingness to purchase, as the following
quotation demonstrates:
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Secondly, the seller asked us exactly what we
wanted and especially for what kind of use
we needed the equipment. He listened atten-
tively to our requests without interrupting us,
leaving us to finish talking. The seller tried to
identify our needs and problems by asking
and listening, and he engendered trust by
answering our questions ... He left us to try
on the boots after helping us to find the right
size. He stayed close to us; giving some useful
advice ... He did not pressure us. He did not
force us at all, but in a polite way he gave us
advice about which product was, in his opin-
ion, the best for our needs ... This strength-
ened my decision to make a purchase.

The narrative of the cooperative seller
shows how the salesperson listens atten-
tively without interrupting the consumer,
which is underlined as important behav-
ior for B2B sellers in the sales literature
(Sujan et al., 1988; Malshe, 2004). Accord-
ingly, service-oriented sales communica-
tion style is outlined as being sensitively
active, listening carefully, being available,
and not imposing on the consumers (Pet-
tijohn et al., 2007). Emphasizing listening
has a link to Finnish speech culture. Ear-
lier communication studies indicate that
in the Finnish adult education context, it
is considered appropriate to listen careful-
ly when the speaker is speaking (Wilkins,
2009) and active listening is one of the key
actions to show social support in Finnish
men’s friendships (Virtanen, 2015).

The following narrative of the with-
drawing seller shows a case of the sales-
person’s inappropriate service-oriented
communication style:

When I entered the store, I noticed one sales-
person behind the cash desk and I slowly
passed by the desk looking at the salesperson
all the time. Purposely, I did not say anything. I
waited to see if the salesperson would react to
me. She didn't. Instead, she focused on doing
something else ... Then I decided to open my
mouth and asked where I could find a product
that I was looking for. The salesperson guid-
ed me to the product, but that was it. She did
not ask me anything. She only answered my
questions briefly and a bit reluctantly, and
then she immediately left me alone. I felt that I

had disturbed her work by asking questions ...
However, it is obvious that a good, profession-
al, and customer service-oriented salesperson
doesn’t communicate the way the salesperson
did. I don’t have any reasons to go back to the
seller.

In the previous quotation, the lack of
consumer-orientation produces the dark
side of the service-orientation discourse.
The withdrawing seller does not demon-
strate service-orientation at all, because
she does not concentrate on selling, and
therefore the consumer does not receive
good customer service. It shows how the
salesperson is not available, and when the
consumer asks about the products, the
salesperson guides the consumer to the
products but she failed to proactively ask if
she could be further assistance. She is not
willing to serve the consumer. Therefore,
the consumer feels that she is being left
alone and that she is disturbing the seller’s
work. The consumer mentioned that she
was not willing to continue the relation-
ship with the company and she was not
willing to buy the product.

5.2 The discourse of professionalism

In sales research, professionalism can be
identified through the skills and knowl-
edge required to be successful in selling
(Marshall, Goebel, & Moncrief, 2003). A list
of success factors consists of items such as
listening skills, follow-up skills, the ability
to adapt one’s selling style from situation to
situation, persistence, verbal communica-
tion skills, proficiency in interacting with
people at all levels within an organization,
a demonstrated ability to overcome objec-
tions, closing skills, and personal planning
and time management skills.

In this study, the discourse of profes-
sionalism describes consumers’ experi-
ences of professional and unprofession-
al salesperson-consumer interaction.
Whereas the narratives of the active and
collaborative seller outline a professional
salesperson, the narratives of the with-
drawing seller are built on unprofession-
alism. Notions of unprofessional interac-
tion are legitimized by specific arguments,
such as “she did not use any sales tech-
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nique because she definitely didn't try to
sell me anything.” The discourse is based
on consumers’ experiences that came true
in seller’s talk and working methods (the
different sales techniques they used). Fo-
cusing on these characteristics, we claim
that fact-orientation as a speech code
builds the discourse of professionalism.

In the following example of the narra-
tive of the active seller, professionalism is
valued in the description of the salesper-
son’s successful completion of the sales
process (except for pushing to close the
sale), as well as her interpersonal commu-
nication skills.

We asked about the price. The salesperson
started presenting a wide variety of sofas.
She also presented two alternative sofas that
were similar to the one we had asked about.
Her communication style was relaxed and she
had an open stance. Her hands were loosely
beside her body. She did not try to be over-
bearing in her presentation. Instead, she was
sensitive enough to listen to our questions
and wishes, as a good salesperson should do.
She answered us professionally... [However]
We have to admit that she pushed too hard to
close the sale.

As the previous quotation shows, profes-
sionalism includes delivering the sales
presentation accordingly by providing two
different alternatives and focusing on the
consumers’ interests (price), taking a re-
laxed and open position, focusing on facts
in the sales talk, and giving professional
answers. Fact-orientation may have its
roots in Finnish speech culture, because
focusing on facts has been found to be
typical, atleast in adult education contexts
(Poutiainen & Gerlander, 2009; Wilkins,
2005, 2009).

In the narrative of the cooperative sell-
er, the discourse of professionalism is con-
structed by the notions of the salesperson’s
interpersonal communication skills, such
as asking appropriate questions related to
the consumer’s needs (Jobber & Lancaster,
2012, p. 253), listening attentively (Malshe,
2004), the salesperson’s knowledge related
to products, and the use of appropriate
sales techniques (Evans et al., 2012). The

professional salesperson is willing to focus
on consumers’ needs and solving consum-
ers’ problems (Moncrief & Marshall, 2005).
In addition, it is considered professional
to focus on facts when talking about and
describing products. Professionalism is
further linked to service-orientation and
also to the consumer’s experience of build-
ing trust between the salesperson and the
consumer.

He was a middle-aged man, and his appear-
ance was professional and reliable. He greeted
us cordially and asked us what exactly we were
looking for. He ascertained if we wanted skat-
ing or traditional skis. His first sentences were
short but complete, and talking in this way
he presented himself to us as competent and
an expert on skiing matters. Thus, the seller
created a good feeling and increased our con-
fidence by listening to us ... We can say that
the seller solved our problem by showing us
a product that met our needs very well ... We
can argue that the seller’s sales technique was
good. The sales technique consisted of a pro-
fessional product presentation, informal but
technical advice, and attentive listening ... In
general, his speech was quite professional.

In the narrative of the withdrawing seller,
the discourse of professionalism focuses
on unprofessional sales-related commu-
nication that lacks fact-oriented talk. The
narratives show how the impression of un-
professionalism is constructed by a sales-
person’s reluctance to provide consumer
service. The salesperson does not use sales
techniques, does not try to sell the prod-
ucts, does not compare different products,
and does not try to close the sale or sell
anything extra; the consumer makes the
purchasing decision by herself or himself.
Unprofessionalism is also related to the
consumer’s way of using humor instead of
direct criticism, which reduces the power
of the argumentation.

She did not use any sales technique because
she definitely didn't try to sell me anything. I
made the purchasing decision totally by my-
self and I looked for and compared different
products by myself. The salesperson didn't
sell me anything extra. I bought a few pairs of
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socks, but it was my own decision ... The most
ridiculous thing in this sales process was when
I walked towards the cash desk and saw a sign
hanging from the roof. It said: “Ask our expert
salespeople for advice.” Well, the salespersons
might be experts, but if they don't want to
share this expertise, the customer may never
find it out. Maybe I should have been more
aggressive and demanded this expertise.

5.3 The discourse of independence

The discourse of independence is based
on the consumer’s freedom of choice con-
cerning communication with the sales-
person, the salesperson’s availability in
the store, and the consumer’s purchasing
decision. Sellers are expected to partici-
pate in the sales process by waiting in the
wings until service is needed. In the sales
research, allowing the customer indepen-
dence is linked to the salesperson’s ability
to be flexible in adapting new selling styles
and modifying her or his behavior when it
is needed for successful interaction with
the customer (Sujan et al., 1988).

In the narratives of the active and co-
operative seller, the discourse of indepen-
dence describes the consumer’s positive
freedom of choice and the salesperson’s
ability to be available when needed. In
the narratives of the withdrawing seller,
the discourse of independence describes
how the consumer has too much freedom
of choice and how the salesperson is not
available, both of which are interpreted
negatively. As a result, we therefore ad-
dress independency as a speech code that
builds the independence discourse in the
study.

In the narrative of the active seller,
the discourse of independence includes
the salesperson’s open and positive verbal
and nonverbal communication as well as
the willingness to be in contact with the
consumers and serve them in a sensitive
manner. The consumers, however, wish to
be independent and they want to look at
the products by themselves. The following
example of the narrative shows that only
when consumers are ready will they ask
the salesperson’s advice.

We said that we were just looking and we
would ask for help if we needed it. We contin-
ued strolling around, and we a saw a sofa that
we wanted to ask about. The salesperson had
moved away from the counter and she had
followed us and was coming to towards us.

Independence refers to the consumer’s
freedom of choice concerning commu-
nication with the salesperson, which is
supported by the business literature on
consumer decision-making processes
(e.g., Blackwell et al., 2003). Independence
might also have a connection to Finnish
speech culture. In a study of Finnish advi-
sor-advisee relationships, Poutiainen and
Gerlander (2009, p. 109) suggested that
independence could be approached as a
cultural code.

In the narrative of the cooperative
seller, the consumer’s independence and
equality are considered important ele-
ments of the sales communication. In-
dependence is mostly linked to the con-
sumer’s freedom of choice concerning
the purchasing decision, which the sales-
person needs to respect. The salesperson
also strengthens the consumer’s freedom
of choice by leaving them alone to think
about the purchasing decision and by say-
ing that he or she will be available when
needed, as the following quotation shows:

We told him that we were not interested in
other products, but only in the skis and may-
be the boots and poles. So he did not insist on
proposing any complementary products. He
focused his efforts on the offer, which includ-
ed a pair of skis, poles, and the related boots.
He left us alone in order to let us think about
the products saying that if we had any doubts
or problems, he was always available.

In the following example of the narrative
of the withdrawing seller, the discourse
of independence is produced through in-
appropriately independent talk defining
too wide amount of independency. The
discourse describes how the consumer
has too much freedom of choice and how
the salesperson is not available during the
sales process. The salesperson guides the
consumer to the products but does not try
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to identify the consumer’s further needs.
Finally, the salesperson only answers the
consumer’s questions briefly, and the con-
sumer is left alone to make the purchasing
decision:

The salesperson guided me to the products,
but that was it. She did not ask me anything,
and she did not try to identify my needs.
She only answered my questions briefly and
then immediately left me alone ... I made the
purchasing decision totally by myself and I
looked for and compared different products
by myself.

6 Discussion

The earlier business research emphasizes
the buyers’ decision-making (Blackwell
et al., 2003; Jobber & Lancaster, 2012) and
the performance of salespeople (Moncrief
and Marshall, 2005) as the main processes
of sales. We expand the earlier research via
three discourses that were produced in the
interaction between salespeople and con-
sumers in a B2C selling context in Finland.
The results inform how Finnish speech
culture is embedded in the sales-related
discourses of service-orientation, profes-
sionalism, and independence.

The discourses have a strong influ-
ence on sales outcomes, meaning a con-
sumer’s willingness and unwillingness to
be in contact with a salesperson, as pro-
vided particularly in the discourse of ser-
vice-orientation among all the narratives.
In these situations, appropriate sales-
person-consumer interaction produced
a positive experience for the consumer,
which, in turn, has a positive effect on the
consumer’s purchasing decision and will-
ingness to continue the interaction with
the seller. Jokiniemi (2014) states that sales
outcomes can be understood through an
interaction-based value that increases
from the ground of interpersonal inter-
action in a shared and relational context.
Value appreciation specifically takes place
atapersonal level and is experienced as an
outcome.

We found that each of the discourses
were built through a speech code: Ser-

vice-orientation was produced through
the speech code of customer-orienta-
tion, professionalism was founded on the
speech code of fact-orientation, and inde-
pendence was based on the speech code
of independency. The discourses therefore
draw on the characteristics of the speech
codes that prior research claims are typical
of Finnish speech culture.

The discourse of service-orientation
emphasizes the salesperson’s willingness
to be in contact with and to cooperate with
the consumer, and the salesperson’s atten-
tive listening and sensitivity towards the
consumer. Service-orientation in particu-
lar means that sellers need to have a lot of
understanding in order to choose wheth-
er or not they take a moment in active,
passive, or cooperative communication
with both verbal and nonverbal commu-
nication. Such service-orientation is built
through the speech code of consumer-ori-
entation that strengthens the consumer’s
purchasing decision and willingness to in-
teract with the seller, which can be under-
stood as a successful sales outcome (Joki-
niemi, 2014). Previous studies have shown
that customer-oriented communication
(Vadi & Suuroja, 2006) and sales encounter
satisfaction (Van Dolen, Lemmink, Ruyter,
&Jong, 2002) are related to more successful
interaction between the customer and the
salesperson. Moreover, the importance of
salespersons’ listening skills has also been
highlighted in previous studies (Malshe,
2004). The results indicate that bold and
humorous arguments can be considered
appropriate in B2C sales communication
in Finland, which in turn questions the
stereotype of Finns as silent communica-
tors (Sallinen-Kuparinen, 1986; Wilkinson
& Isotalus, 2009).

In the discourse of professionalism,
Finnish speech culture emerges through
the focus on facts in the sales talk. Facts
were also combined with talk that is well
detailed (e.g., price), narrow (e.g., profes-
sional answers), true (supported through
the verbal and nonverbal behavior of a
seller), and logical (e.g., featuring argu-
mentation). Focusing on the facts has
been found to be typical of Finnish speech
culture, especially in educational settings
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(Poutiainen & Gerlander, 2009; Wilkins,
2005, 2009). Therefore, we argue that the
speech code of fact-orientation seems to
be present in B2C sales contexts in Finland
as well. In the earlier business research,
salespeople were highly expected to in-
crease buyers’ awareness, comprehen-
sion, and conviction towards their product
offering during sales processes (Moncrief
& Marshall, 2005), as well as during pur-
chasing processes (Blackwell et al., 2003).
A seller’s professionalism is also related to
aseller’s detailed knowledge on how to use
targeting settings (Sujan et al., 1988) and
facts as a part of a seller’s argumentation in
sales. In this study, we highlight the impor-
tance of this novel result: fact-oriented talk
as a key element of the seller’s profession-
alism that supports the consumer’s trust in
the seller and the consumer’s willingness
to interact with the salesperson. It can be
therefore understood as a successful sales
outcome. Future studies should explore
whether fact-orientation is a speech code
that is present in salesperson-consumer
interaction in the B2C context not just in
Finland but also outside of Finland in this
context.

The discourse of independence in-
volves the consumer’s freedom of choice
in communicating with the salesper-
son and in his or her decision-making
(Malshe, 2004). The discourse in particular
highlights the requirement for consum-
ers’ autonomy, which is quite a common
expectation among individuals in Western
cultures. Likewise, independence could

Figure 2:
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have a connection to Finnish speech cul-
ture. In a study of Finnish advisor-advisee
relationships, Poutiainen and Gerlander
(2009, p. 109) suggested that indepen-
dence could be approached as a cultural
code. We suggest that independence could
be approached as a speech code that is
present in salesperson-consumer interac-
tion in the B2C context.

In light of our results, we suggest
that consumer-orientation could be ap-
proached as a speech code that is pres-
ent in salesperson-consumer interaction
in the B2C context. Speech codes theory
states that people use speech codes not
only to interpret communicative conduct
but also to evaluate it, explain it, and jus-
tify it (Philipsen, 2008). We suggest that
the three discourses found in this study
formulate a cultural norm that can be
suggested as being relevant in B2C sales
contexts. According to Carbaugh (2007,
p. 178), communication norms are state-
ments about conduct that are granted
some degree of legitimacy by the par-
ticipants in a speech event or a speech
community. Norms may be stated by the
participants themselves, but they can also
be implicit in the structuring of discourse
(Carbaugh, 2007, p. 178). We argue that
appropriate salesperson-consumer inter-
action in Finland is based on the salesper-
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er-orientation (willingness to be in contact
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alism (and particularly fact-oriented talk),
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and the consumer’s independence. Appro-
priate salesperson-consumer interaction
also produces a positive experience for the
consumer, which, in turn, has a positive
effect on the consumer’s purchasing deci-
sion and willingness to continue to inter-
act with the seller in the future.

Our study shows that inappropri-
ate salesperson-consumer interaction
is based on the salesperson’s lack of pro-
fessionalism, inadequate consumer-ori-
entation, and assigning too much inde-
pendence to the consumer. Thereafter,
inappropriate salesperson-consumer in-
teraction produces a negative experience
for the consumer. This negative experi-
ence may or may not affect the consumer’s
purchasing decision and the consumer’s
willingness to continue to interact with
the seller in the future. The influence of
appropriate or inappropriate salesper-
son-consumer interaction on the consum-
er’s experience and purchasing behavior is
depicted in Figure 2.

7 Conclusion

The results of the study point out that the
discourses of service-orientation, profes-
sionalism, and independence are strongly
valued in the discourse of the narratives
in this study. The salesperson’s consum-
er-orientation, fact-oriented talk (as a
central element of a salesperson’s profes-
sionalism), and the consumer’s indepen-
dency can be seen as speech codes in the
B2C sales context in Finland. The cultural
knowledge circulated in the narratives de-
scribes how salesperson-consumer inter-
action, which is considered successful in
the Finnish context, is based on the appro-
priateness of the sales interaction between
consumers and sellers. Appropriateness
is produced via positive experiences for
the consumer, which positively affects
the consumer’s purchasing decisions and
willingness to continue to interact in the
future. On the other hand, inappropri-
ate salesperson-consumer interaction
produces a negative experience for the
consumer that may or may not affect the
consumer’s purchasing decision. However,

the consumer’s negative experience leads
to unwillingness to continue to interact in
the future.

Van Dolen and his colleagues (2002)
have suggested that it is important for
firms to focus on both the management
of customer perceptions and on the man-
agement of the salesperson’s perceptions
of their own performance. Sujan and his
co-authors (1988) encourage salespeople
to be analytical about their skills, out-
comes, and failures in sales. Openness is
needed to see mistakes and develop skills.
This study confirms this idea and suggests
sales managers should focus on training
how salespersons’ interaction with their
consumers can produce better customer
experiences. The training should focus on
strengthening salespeople’s professional-
ism (including the content of fact-oriented
talk), interpersonal communication skills
(including understanding the customer’s
willingness to be in interaction with the
salesperson), and informing them about
speech codes (e.g., aiming for fact-orient-
ed talk in the B2C context and respecting
the consumer’s independence are useful
areas for salespeople to focus on). In this
study, speech codes were shown to be part
of the consumer’s decision-making during
the purchasing process. Therefore, they
might influence the development of firms’
competitive advantage as well.

Even though the speech codes found
in our study seem to have a connection
to Finnish speech culture, these speech
codes might also come to life in B2C selling
contexts in other cultural environments as
well. This study concentrated on the con-
sumer’s point of view, based on their expe-
riences related to salesperson-customer
interaction. In future research, it could be
very fruitful to add the seller’s opinion to
the exploration. Moreover, the results of
our qualitative study could be further test-
ed. It would be interesting to continue ex-
ploring salesperson-consumer interaction
in actual sales situations in other countries
besides Finland. By understanding the
speech codes embedded in different na-
tional cultures, managers can guide their
salespeople to communicate more appro-
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priately in order to build long-lasting rela-
tionships with profitable consumers.
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